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Abstract
In Maine there is a growing body of statistics pointing to the growth of agriculture in the
state. Yet with one of the oldest populations in the country, Maine is always asking: how
do we bring young people to the state? Farming may be a start. The number of farmers
age 34 and under increased 40 percent between 2007 and 2012. Maine is bucking the
trend. While most of the country’s farms are decreasing in number and getting bigger in
size, Maine farms are increasing in number while staying small. Behind each of these
statistics there is a person, a struggle of failed crops or the success of a new greenhouse.
There is love and perseverance but there is also the tough reality of making it all work.
These statistics become real in the flesh when we step foot on the farm or engage in
agriculture. This thesis is a piece of literary journalism that tells the stories of five young
farmers on small diversified organic farms in each region of the state. Using literary
journalism to tell stories allows us to dig deeper and look at subjects differently than in
conventional news. The five farmers are representative of the greater issues that face
Maine’s food system as they struggled to find land, make a livable wage, find markets to
sell products in, and stick to their farming ethics. The thesis synthesizes the farmers’
perspectives and sheds light on the source of Maine’s new discussion about agriculture.
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Artist Statement
There were key moments in my education as a journalist that shaped my ability to
communicate ideas. What stemmed from a love of writing and an attraction to the real,
not fictional, has grown into a major part of who I am and how I spend my time. I feel
choices I’ve made and lessons I’ve been taught led me to the form of literary journalism,
which can be defined as a non-fiction story, which utilizes literary elements. Literary
journalism itself has gone through a variety of transformations, and today literary
journalism is most often found online and in magazines.
Literary journalism, according to Norman Sims an expert on the genre and author
of True Stories: A Century of Literary Journalism, “stands as a humanistic approach to
culture as compared to the scientific, abstract, or indirect approach taken by much of
standard journalism.”1 Characteristics of literary journalism include: immersion
reporting, complicated structure, character development, symbolism, voice, a focus on
ordinary people and accuracy.2 Besides accuracy, none of these characteristics are
features of everyday journalism that you might see in newspapers. As Sims notes, “daily
reporters are not able to evaluate the truth of all statements,” however journalism remains
factual by reporting “that someone said something.”3 Instead literary journalism works to
create a “rendering of felt detail;” 4 it gives the writer the ability to acknowledge and
examine her own assumptions and beliefs while being transparent with the reader.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1

Norman Sims, True Stories: A Century of Literary Journalism (Evanston: Northwestern, 2007), 12.
Sims, True Stories, 6.
3
Ibid., 16.
4
Thomas B. Connery, “A Third Way to Tell the Story: American Literary Journalism at the Turn of the
Century” in Literary Journalism in the Twentieth Century, ed. Norman Sims, (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 2008), 6.
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Literary journalism was born out of the ongoing tension between fiction and

nonfiction writing, especially the crafting of novels versus the telling of factual stories.
The term “literary journalism” gained distinction for the first time in 1937 when Edwin
H. Ford published A Bibliography of Literary Journalism in America.5 For Ford, a
professor in the Department of Journalism at the University of Minnesota, literary
journalism moved past social and political trends. He wrote, “Through the medium of the
sketch, essay, of the literary or humorous column, of verse, or critical comment, he [the
writer] refashions and evaluates the world about him.”6
Literary journalism's popularity and character is informed by social and political
unrest, with the genre directly reflecting the times in which the stories are written.7
“Modern” literary journalism began during the 1930s when the Depression hit hard and
literary journalism continued to develop during World War II into the 1940s. Literary
journalism was less popular in the 1950s due to the homogenization of U.S. culture. The
next phase of literary journalism, “new journalism,” began in the 1960s with social
movements like the Civil Rights and Women’s rights movements. New journalism
continued to develop along with the Vietnam War into the 1970s. During all these times,
journalistic standards and conventions changed, as did those in literary journalism. The
changes offered a way to shed light on and put a human face behind the war casualties
among other events generally presented as numbers in standard news.
In the 1800s literary journalism was housed in small, local publications.8
According to Sims, the center of nineteenth century literary journalism can be found in
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Sims, True Stories, 8.
Ibid., 8.
7
Ibid., 91.
8
Ibid., 43.
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the sketch—a “simple, widespread prose device used in the newspapers” of the time.9
Mark Twain is perhaps the most famous sketch writer. The sketch was not a complete
narrative, though it was entertaining and focused on instances of everyday life. The
sketch was often written quickly on slow news days to fill space, and it was not always
true. Literary journalism often reflected journalistic conventions, which are historically
fluid, but at the moment they were happening they were solid. For example, the sketch
was sometimes made up or used composite characters, which at the time was acceptable,
but now would not be tolerated in a newsroom. Sketch writers adopted the formal and
scientific language of conventional news.10 They were bare-boned and simplistic, written
in plain style. So as writers were bending the truth, it was hidden by their authoritative
style, which required astute readers to identify it.11 Later on, the sketch style that found
its home in small, local, rural storytelling was adopted in Chicago. In the city, a group of
sketch writers and journalistic storytellers began focusing on “realism in literature and the
examination of social problems in society.”12 They began telling the stories of everyday
life. As Sims explains, “Realism was the only style, in the sense that cut it straight to the
sordid truth that was assumed to be hiding beneath the surface.”13 Through this
transformation came “plain style.”14 In an article, “The Politics of the Plain Style” Hugh
Kenner pointed out the possible illusionary effects of plain style, saying it, “feigns a
candid observer. Such is its great advantage for persuading. From behind its mask of
calm candor, the writer with political intentions can appeal, in seeming disinterest, to
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Ibid., 44.
Ibid., 49.
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Ibid., 50.
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Ibid., 57.
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Ibid., 73.
14
Ibid., 78.
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people whose pride is their no-nonsense connoisseurship of fact.”15 The plain style, as
Kenner explains, is deceptive, convincing readers that the writer has an objective
authority while in reality it could be subjective to the hidden narrator’s experiences. The
dichotomy between plain style’s constructed authority and my own adventures in literary
journalism is a relationship I would grapple with throughout my whole project.
By the end of the twentieth century a handful of reporters travelled the world
capturing stories about World War I and its aftermath, the Russian Revolution and the
Spanish Civil War.16 These writers, according to Sims, “advanced war reporting as
literary journalism by using the techniques and perspectives of travel writers.”17 Travel
writing is important to literary journalism because both genres have a personal narrator
and show the larger symbolic meaning in small events. 18 Travel journalism was
important to exposing people across the world to each other. As cited in Sims, John Reed,
one of the first travel journalists said, the most important thing to know was “how the
different peoples live; their environment, tradition, and the revealing of the things they do
and say.”19 Literary journalism in this time came from “those who traveled and saw the
emerging modern world in its raw forms.”20
From the mid-1930s forward The New Yorker began cultivating a space for
literary journalists.21 Under the guidance of editors Harold Ross and William Shawn,
writers were given a larger budget, salary, time and autonomy. What Ross received in
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Hugh Kenner, “The Politics of the Plain Style” in Literary Journalism in the Twentieth Century, ed.
Norman Sims, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2008), 187.
16
Sims, True Stories, 88.
17
Ibid., 88.
18
Ibid., 88.
19
“Publisher’s Note,” in John Reed, The War in Eastern Europe (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1918) p. V.
20
Sims, True Stories, 107.
21
Ibid., 165.
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return was some of “the best writing in America.”22 What led The New Yorker to its
distinction in the field of literary journalism was a reaction of its editors to the conformity
of the 1940s and 1950s. As Sims explains, the ‘40s and ‘50s “did not lend itself easily to
the spirit of literary journalism. World War II was a hard news event filled with death and
disaster on a massive scale.”23 Ross and friends formed a social group called “The
Algonquin Round Table,” which was part of Greenwich Village culture. This led Ross to
start The New Yorker, which at the time put the group’s social sophistication for sale on
the newsstand, with its focus on comic, art and culture content.24
The New Yorker shifted focus in 1946 when they published John Hersey’s piece
“Hiroshima.” In the book-length article Hersey adopted a plain style that allowed him to
tell the stories of six victims of the atomic bomb.25 Hersey avoided making any outright
claims about the subject of the bombs use but his understated tone, much like that of the
sketches, hid a deeper political attitude about the country’s climate. The article took up
the entirety of the issue and soon gained popularity. It was subsequently turned into a
book published by Knopf for its Book-of-the-Month-Club.26 Hersey’s style and
popularity would dictate much of literary journalism during this time.
The 1960s brought counterculture, political and social unrest and the “new
journalism.” Unlike Hersey’s understated insertion of himself in the story, new
journalists were active characters in their work. Hunter S. Thompson, Gay Talese, Tom
Wolfe, Joan Didion, Truman Capote and Norman Mailer became names we still
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Ibid., 169.
Ibid., 165.
24
Ibid., 167.
25
Ben Yagoda, About Town: The New Yorker and the World It Made (New York: Scribner, 2000), 185.
26
Kathy Roberts Forde, “Profit and Public Interest: A Publication History of John Hersey’s ‘Hiroshima’”
Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 88, no. 3 (Autumn 2011): 562.
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recognize today in older texts and those still being written.27 New journalists moved away
from the objective, scientific and plain style of The New Yorker; they represented new
cultural styles, sex and gender roles, music and the anti-Vietnam mentality.28 Sims aptly
points out that the issues of the time were complicated ones that conventional journalism
could not explain, so instead writers turned to literary journalism to express their ideas.29
During this time writers became ever-more present in their writing. The world was
complex and authors doubted their ability to understand it. Many reporters who covered
war wrote through their experiences with PTSD, but ultimately held true that they were
responsible to everything they saw, as well as everything they did.30 Their stories may
have been more subjective but in revealing this subjectivity to the reader they provided
more truth for the audience to engage with.
Today, literary journalism is characterized by telling the stories of everyday
people and their communities.31 According to a list complied by New York University
journalism department, 41 of the 100 best works of 20th century journalism were literary
journalism.32 Magazines now serve as safe havens for literary journalists in the world of
the 24-hour news cycle.33 However as time passes magazines have become more and
more interested in publishing “Topic A” stories which sway away from ordinary life and
focus on big issues and celebrities. Magazines want their name associated with the major
stories.34 For writers who want to be more experimental and have more space and time, it
can be challenging to find avenues for their writing. When journalists want more freedom
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Sims, True Stories, 220.
Ibid., 221.
29
Ibid., 221.
30
Ibid., 251-252.
31
Ibid., 280.
32
Ibid., 280.
33
Ibid., 281.
34
Ibid., 282.
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the book has increasingly become the go-to choice.35 Some newspapers like The
Oregonian have started printing narrative pieces as a way to mitigate print journalism in
the digital age. Literary journalism nonetheless remains attached to the principle of
telling true stories.
My own journey through journalism shaped this project and my decision to tell
the story using literary journalism. My distrust of conventional journalism began when I
took an introductory journalism class in high school. My teacher taught us about
corporate ownership of the press and the issues surrounding news media dissemination.
From an early age I was aware of the conventional corporate journalism structure and the
impact it had on my reporting and future as a journalist.
During my time at The Maine Campus I began honing my skills as a news writer.
I found news writing to be formulaic. There were tricks I kept in mind that helped me
turn stories around quickly and write with the most important information first. By the
end of my first year as a staff writer I recognized the necessity of news writing but was
bored by it. During this time I also took a feature writing class, which opened my eyes to
writing about ordinary people and telling their stories. I wrote my first profile in this class
on a barber. After reading the article he called me and told me, “I made an honest
representation,” of him. I don’t factor sources’ opinions into my writing but to hear back
from a source who didn’t say that he liked the article, but that he thought it was honest
felt to me like a step in the right direction. After my feature writing class ended I wanted
to continue my work as a feature writer so I applied for and received an internship at the
Bangor Daily News (BDN) on the Lifestyle Desk.
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At the BDN I felt excited to write about an even broader and diverse set of topics

and people than my news writing at The Maine Campus would allow. I was able to
practice my newspaper feature writing skills, but I still felt like something was missing. I
spent about an hour on each interview and turned the story around in a day or two. I felt
confined by the daily news cycle. At this point I had already begun my thesis and was
spending time with farmers for full days. My interviews at the BDN seemed to never pass
the surface level because of time and space constraints. After finishing a story, I often
was left feeling like I never truly got to the human elements of the people I interviewed. I
felt I never got past their archetypal characteristics that made them newsworthy in the
first place. My thesis became a more open space for my expression as a journalist. I
understood the thesis was an opportunity to take a risk, to experiment with a form of
journalism I increasingly felt as the best genre for telling the story I want to tell. I didn’t
just ask questions; I participated. Instead of asking what it felt like to build a cheese cave,
I helped do it myself.
At this point, my interests as a journalist collided, my education as a conventional
journalist, and my desire to write beyond that came together but without the skills.
Wanting more time and space to write true stories my thesis fell into the realm of literary
journalism. Here I began setting up the project. During the summer, in a way, I felt like a
New Yorker writer working under Ross: I had ample time to interview and write.
Although I had the same flexibility in my work New Yorker writers had, I didn’t have the
skill set or knowledge of literary and narrative journalism to complete the task at hand.
With little knowledge of the technique, but a sense of the form as a reader of
literary journalism, I decided to try this format for my thesis. During the summer of 2014,
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I interviewed farmers on five different farms. My goal was to figure out how young
farmers were surviving on small farms in Maine. But more importantly, I was researching
how the oldest state in the country was attracting those farmers. All the farmers I
interviewed were under the age of 36 and the primary operators on their small-diversified
organic farms. Each farm was chosen from a different region of the state (north, south,
east, west and central) in order to gain a picture of agriculture in the entire state. I visited
each farm twice: the first day I spent shadowing the farmer and the second I spent
interviewing them. My original intent in shadowing was not motivated by the
conventions of literary journalism; I chose to help on each farm based on a suggestion
from Professor Eric Gallandt. He told me farmers would be far more willing to talk to me
if I helped them, especially considering I was asking them to devote time to me in their
busiest months of the year.
I originally embarked on this project as a way to combine by journalistic
endeavors with my interest in food systems in a way that none of my classes had allowed.
Before I started the thesis I had been educated about the food system and its many
moving parts but I had never been on the ground. I chose to write about farmers because
they are the source of the food system. If challenges can be faced there, then surely they
will echo throughout the whole food system, at least that is what I hoped.
Although it was unintentional, from a journalistic perspective, to set up interviews
and shadow days, it became helpful during the writing process. I also discovered it would
have been be more beneficial to spend more time shadowing each farmer while asking
questions rather than spending one day shadowing and one day interviewing. Most
literary journalists spend much more time reporting and researching their stories. At the
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time two days felt like a long period for me as a newspaper writer. I later found it would
have been helpful to spend more time on each farm, perhaps a week with one or two
farms instead of a few days with five. As a result of my reporting, I spent a significant
amount of time filling in gaps over the phone during the following school year. I felt it
was paramount that I have farmers of different genders, levels of experience, types of
farms, and farming histories among my subjects. I wanted farmers who could bring to
light the many different challenges faced by small diversified farms in Maine. With a
growing body of statistics pointing towards young people beginning farms in the state, I
wanted to know why here and why now? Despite their different backgrounds, there was
commonality among my sources. Although from a research perspective I can’t say what I
found is true of all farmers, by telling the stories of these five farms I can tell a human
and personal story that can put flesh on the statistics regarding small diversified farming
in Maine.
I had originally envisioned my thesis as a nine-chapter work. Five chapters would
be about the farms, each with their own chapter. The sections in between those chapters
would highlight a challenge associated with farming in Maine that the preceding farm
exemplified. There would be an introduction and conclusion as well. My goal was to
have each chapter stand alone as an article that would be publishable by a newspaper or
magazine.
However, by structuring my work in such a rigid format, I was removing my
ability to use my experience reporting to tell a story about farming in Maine with
narrative, voice and cohesion between the five disparate experiences. My original
structure mimicked that of standard journalism. There is necessity in conventional
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journalism—people need information they can trust quickly. However, when it comes to
the “humanistic detail” Sims notes as a key factor of literary journalism, conventional
journalism lacks the structure. Gerald Stanley Lee, a critic writing in the early 1900s
explained the power of literary journalism saying: “the daily journalist could become a
‘transfigured reporter,’ or a reporter ‘who is more of an artist than artists, an artist who is
more of a journalist than the journalists.’” 36
My process in working towards this narrative form was a slow realization. It
revealed to me why I find writing necessary for my person but also terribly arduous and
painful. Part of my struggle was because I was learning how to write narrative journalism
and about the form of literary journalism while I was writing my thesis. Essentially there
was no practice; I learned and implemented techniques directly into my thesis
simultaneously. So most of my summer drafts (written as feature stories) were set aside. I
decided to tell a more cohesive story combining all the farmers’ experience into one
narrative. One of the first steps forward I made was writing in scenes. One story that
helped make this clear for me was Martha Gellhorn’s “The Third Winter.” Gellhorn uses
scenes to juxtapose normal life with realities of war and how the two impact each other. I
also learned how good writing could manipulate and control time such as Stephen Crane
in “The Death of Rodriguez,” which is a short encounter Crane slows to show the
dramatization of a beheading. The scene then becomes representative of the SpanishAmerican War as a whole. I hoped to utilize scenes to help tell a unified narrative about
what is going on in Maine farming that isn’t happening elsewhere.
The next draft of my thesis was disparate scenes that, I felt, somehow represented
the new farming movement in Maine. During this time I also integrated information from
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the USDA Agricultural Census and from my sustainable agriculture classes, which
helped me ponder the struggles that the nation and Maine’s food system faced. I
incorporated this knowledge into my writing as best I could with the little experience I
had writing in narrative journalism.
My next step was to write four chapters, each dealing with different topics that
created a vague narrative structure. The chapter titles were slated thematically to be: why
farm, what are the challenges, what does farming address and the next generation, along
with an introduction and conclusion. The farms would be intermingled throughout the
chapters and I would focus on scenes. I wrote the bulk of my text in this fashion.
After reading a variety of different works of literary journalism, I read Michael
Paterniti’s “The Long Fall of One-Eleven Heavy.” The story follows a plane crash and
the lives of the people on the plane. The story is about grief but Paterniti utilizes
archetypal characters without names so everyone in one way or another can relate to the
story—despite the events themselves being hard to comprehend. This story showed me
the power of employing literary elements and building on sequential details, which
Paterniti does seamlessly and with great reporting throughout the story. And though I
continued to read pieces of literary journalism, I still found it hard to structure a narrative
out of five totally different farmer stories. I felt intimidated (as I often still do) and wasn’t
sure where to begin. It was another few months until I felt ready to reconstruct my piece
in a more narrative format. I read “Hecho en America,” by Jeanne Marie Laskas about
immigrant blueberry workers in Maine. This helped me think about combining reporting
and storytelling in a setting that I could contextualize in my own experiences. Having a
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preexisting knowledge of the places and issues in the story helped me understand how
Laskas constructed the piece as a reporter.
I then devoted my effort to restructuring my thesis into a cohesive story. I
attempted to tell, “the story I wanted to tell.” Before this process I was preoccupied with
trying to include every bit of information I gathered rather than presenting my subjects’
experiences in a meaningful way. During this process I cut the length of my thesis
significantly, moving from around 45 single-spaced pages to around 20. This was
intentional as my goal is still to produce a piece of literary journalism that once removed
from the thesis structure can be published by a magazine or online site. It has been
incredibly important to me throughout my academic career to produce work for classes
that is publishable in my field.
This shift in reporting and writing style would not have been possible without a
shift in philosophy. While in Professor Josh Roiland’s Literary Journalism in America
class we read Hersey’s Hiroshima and a variety of secondary sources that discussed plain
style, conventional journalism and literary journalism. Everything connected for me when
I finished reading an excerpt from Phyllis Frus’ The Politics & Poetics of Journalistic
Narrative. The piece explains writing that is presented as objectively true is dangerous if
it does not acknowledge its constructions and representations.37 By revealing these
constructions the writer allows the reader to be self-aware. Quoting Widmer, Frus writes
that being impersonal and factual instead reduces characters to “random and
representative topical figures.” Frus continues, “Because the journalist does not regard
them as actual human individuals, but as ‘material’ subject to his disinterested editorial
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choices, he is in effect superior to them.” 38 Frus then claims that there is no realm of
neutral or objective knowledge apart from practice in real material conditions.39 Through
objective knowledge we seek political, social and economic hegemony over other social
classes. Thus, “Truth,” become a consequence of our ideology.40 We recognize a
particular proposition as “true” when it gains hegemony and reproduces its way of
regarding the world. Through the process of hegemony poetry, religion, metaphysics (and
arguably literary journalism) are marginalized.41 Reading this piece threw me off my
tracks. I had become accustomed to conventional structures in journalism and found them
hard to break in my writing. Frus’ piece showed me the necessity of doing so and helped
me begin to write in a different mindset, structured around my subjects as people, not
simply the source of information. I now find it harder to explain and teach my writers at
The Maine Campus to write more objectively. I’ve yet to find peace between the two
worlds, but I think my thesis is an attempt to begin at least to create a contract between
the two approaches in my mind. As famous new journalist, Joan Didion, writes in “The
Morning After the Sixties,” “What I have made for myself is personal, but not exactly
peace.” 42
I took a risk in writing in a style I’ve never attempted before—narrative literary
journalism. One of the greatest challenges for me was breaking the conventional structure
to which I was so accustomed. One of the most rewarding aspects has been learning more
about literary journalism as a form. It has opened my eyes to many possibilities as a
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writer. It has taught me to be a better reporter and what doing so will require from me in
the future. I’ve learned to analyze everything I read and not just for content, but also for
the literary elements the writer employs. When it comes to my own writing I feel I’ve
learned more than I ever have in a relatively short amount of time. With varying degrees
of success, I’ve been able to move towards a narrative form which I plan to continue to
hone. However, I still often feel as if I am hitting a wall, a feeling David Foster Wallace,
a literary journalist and novelist, captured in one of his stories “Good Old Neon:”
“He asked if I ever played chess, and I told him I used to in middle school but quit
because I couldn’t be as good as I eventually wanted to be, how frustrating it was to get
just good enough to know what getting really good at it would be like but not being able
to get that good, etc.”43
I decided, I’ll keep trying.
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Forward not Back: Young People’s Search for
Community and Farming in Maine
	
  

Figure 1: Tristan Noyes takes in his ancestral barn on his grandmother’s farm in Caribou, Maine.

All photos taken by Danielle Walczak
*****
Upon first glance, Tyler Yentes thought the land was forgettable.
Speeding by any place at 45 miles per hour obscures hidden beauty. Plus, the
roads themselves are unattractive; they don’t lend themselves to the detailed observer.
They’re right next to power lines, which are sometimes challenging for Yentes to see
beyond. But there, at the crest of a hill on one of Monroe, Maine’s frost-heaved roads the
farmland appeared. On one side of the road there was a river and on the other lush green
willows shook as Yentes drove by. The willows shaded a small, red one-story farmhouse,
which was situated next to a gray barn. Its tall entrance gaped toward the road—Yentes
would decide if its fate would follow those of the retired, decrepit barns that fill mall
calendar pages and the fronts of New England postcards.
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Yentes had lived in

Monroe, population 900, since he
was four, and by the summer of
2006 he had watched 15 springs
blossom and give way to the
warmest months of the year.
Each time, the world regaining
order, blooming anew. In all

Figure 2: The farmers at North Branch Farm in Monroe, Maine are
currently renovating their barn.

those years of living in Monroe,
though, he had never driven along Stream Road or seen the gray barn. But on a day that
June, he and his brother Seth, parked in front of the worn barn and got out of the car. The
power lines buzzed. After driving by a few days prior, Seth suggested to his brother they
go check out property. The land Tyler would start a farm on with his older brother was
important. It needed to have fertile soil, enough space for a fruit orchard and a grass-fed
dairy operation. He wanted to stay in Monroe because he had a connection to the
community, to his family that was homesteading there, and the land. Seth and Tyler grew
up in the woods gathering firewood and learning to drive draft horses. They were
homeschooled by their parents. His classroom was a garden. He didn’t have textbooks.
He was constantly watching others and teaching himself how to solve problems.
Right before the summer of 2006, Seth and Tyler worked as volunteer firefighters.
A few months prior, Seth withdrew from The University of Maine where he was studying
music. The decision came when he decided he couldn’t live a rural, outdoor life while
making money as a musician, a feat that often requires living in a city. The brothers then
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decided to farm together. They grew up around it and it seemed like a logical choice.
They just needed the land. Seth had discovered the property along Stream Road two days
earlier while driving around in the fire tanker with another volunteer. He noticed the
forest vegetation encroaching the edge of the open fields of hay. He saw willow seedlings
popping up in the fields. The volunteer in the truck with him was also a Monroe-native.
Seth asked him about the land. “Do they have kids? Do the kids want the land? How old
are the owners?”
He learned their names and their story: Ralph and Barbara Grover, retired dairy
farmers who were in their late 70s. Their kids had interest in subdividing the 330 acres
and gleaning the timber from the mature woodlot on the property. But Ralph and Barbara
wanted the land to stay a farm.

Figure 3: Tyler Yentes examines the apple tree orchard on North Branch Farm, which he
plans to use his draft horses, April and May, to mow in the next week.
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A few days later, Seth and Tyler knocked on the front door of the red farmhouse.

“We were wondering if you’re interested in selling your farm,” the brothers asked after a
short introduction.
The Grovers had never previously considered selling the farm but took the
brothers between the house and the adjacent barn to the back. There, 150 feet away from
the road, the power lines faded. There were acres and acres of green, like a carpet
unfurling before them. Waldo Mountain extended above the dense forest surrounding the
open fields. Tyler started to realize what there was to work with.
He and Seth walked around the farm testing soil by smelling it and moving it
between their fingers. Finding a farm with a good soil type at the right price is a
challenge but essential in securing a profitable farm. Certain crops grow better in certain
soils. Plus when you grow organically the benefit of amending your soils with artificial
fertilizers is off the table. Starting with good soil makes the difference. Each time Tyler
drove his shovel into the New England soil he was surprised how smoothly it slid into the
ground. No rocks, he thought.
He was slowly
changing his mind. To the
left on a hill he envisioned an
orchard filled with fruit trees
Seth had grafted. The
vegetable crops would
follow. Where he stood
would be one of the pastures

Figure 4: Tyler Yentes and Elsie Gawler hand-milk their grass-fed cows
every morning.
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for dairy cows that could breathe life into the barn again.
In asking to buy the farm, the brothers were opening a casket—a grave of all the
failed and retired farms in Maine. When they pried open the casket the intentional
homesteaders of the 1970s woke up from the desk jobs they acquired after trying to fulfill
their agrarian vision. The old timers still in it, weathered by frigid Maine winters and the
retired folks still living on barren ghostly fields, rolled over and said go to hell.
But that was the past. Despite Maine’s agricultural triumphs and failures, in 2006,
Seth and Tyler weren’t giving up the idea of living off the land despite naysayers who
came before them. If they got the property, they had a plan. They would stay small using
human and horse power over tractors; they’d work together in teams and have a business
plan that would make them financially and physically sustainable. They would farm for
themselves and as a reaction to the degrading environment around them.
They were young. But they needed the older generation and the local knowledge.
Young farmers, peers of the Yentes brothers didn’t all grow up on farms or in Maine.
They didn’t grow up knowing what waking up in the middle of the night to birth a calf
felt like, or how to bring a baby cow into the world in the first place. They needed to
become part of the community, not just in their towns but in Maine agriculture, the
history, the failures. History is a great teacher, but it isn’t always right. They needed to
understand those who came before, so they could keep moving forward.
Over the three years it took the Grovers to feel comfortable selling the farm the
Yentes brothers were constructing the plan. They could use their abilities as musicians—
Tyler on fiddle, Seth on cello—to teach lessons and supplement income while they were
getting the farm off the ground. The Grovers never let the Yentes brothers inside the
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house, even when the brothers brought them smoked bacon, berries and maple syrup they
had made on their parents’ homestead. The gifts and time the Yentes brothers spent
walking around the farm with the Grovers were lines on a resume that would qualify
them for the title of “Maine Farmer;” lines that would convince Ralph that the brothers
had as much stake in keeping his land in farming as he did. They proved they were
serious about farming. It would take three different offers of money on the Grovers’ table
before Seth and Tyler had proven they were serious. Only then were they able to buy the
land they now call North Branch Farm and share with their respective partners, Anna
Shapley-Quinn and Elsie Gawler. Anna met Seth at a contra dance and Elsie and Tyler
met at Maine Fiddle Camp: Both couples have been together ever since.
The Grovers sold the land to the Yentes brothers rather than to their own two
children. They sold it for $450,000, less money than they bought it for 35 years before,
$43,000, factoring in inflation. Tyler knew the Grovers cared about the land. He felt
lucky they trusted him to do the same.
The story of the Yentes brothers is one of many young farming hopefuls coming
to the Pine Tree state in hopes of fertile land to start small farms. Compared to the rest of
the country, land in Maine is more affordable. In the same time, farmland across the
Midwest and in Central Valley, California has only increased in price. Young people are
taking notice, as the number of farmers under the age of 34 increased 40 percent from
2007 to 2012. The state’s value as an agricultural producer has improved too. The value
of agricultural products in Maine increased 24 percent in 5 years and the amount of land
in farming increased 8 percent in the same time.
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It isn’t the first time young people flocked to the state in the name of agriculture,

nor is it the first time that different generations with different mentalities have collided.
Fifty-four years before Tyler set foot on North Branch Farm, two New Yorkers settled in
Brooksville, Maine, on Cape Rosier in a place the locals called “Harborside.” They
purchased 140 acres of land for a total of $7,560—just $54 an acre. There they lived
intentionally off the land. They grew their own food, constructed their own stone house,
and preserved and stored enough food to get through windy coastal winters. The same
winters that many of the Mainers who’d lived around them had survived for hundreds of
years before, often growing or fishing their own food. Anonymous then, the names Helen
and Scott Nearing are now a ubiquitous part of Maine culture. Between the two of them,
the Nearings wrote 50 books in over half a century of homesteading and were regarded as
the figureheads of the back-to-the-land movement in Maine, which focused on
counterculture and self-sufficient living.
Neither of the Nearings were born in Maine. Their closest experience to living in
New England was in Vermont. Although they spent the later half of their lives in Maine
and would come to represent one of the state’s major cultural movements, the Nearings
would never be considered natives; to locals, they would always be “from away.” Yet the
Nearings worked to integrate themselves into the hard-nosed culture around them while
employing ideals that had sent them out of the chaotic city in the first place: living simply
as an expression of social and political activism. Scott was known as an open social critic
and was dismissed from his job as economics faculty at the University of Pennsylvania in
1915 after repeatedly attacking big business for hiring children as factory workers. The
Nearings were living in radical ways for their time addressing women’s liberations, equal
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rights, organic gardening, subsistence farming, radicalism, and ecology. Not only were
they thinking about social issues but they were dealing with them everyday on the
ground. After his dismissal the couple moved to Vermont in 1932 where they built a
homestead in the Green Mountains and lived there 20 years until a new ski lift began
attracting more tourist to the area. When the United States dropped the atomic bomb on
Hiroshima, Japan on August 6, 1945, Scott wrote to President Truman, “Your
government is no longer mine.”
In 1952 the Nearings moved to Maine to Cape Rosier on the Penobscot Bay. They
farmed without machinery, using only human or animal power, although they did own a
car and a pick-up truck. They lived by the fundamental economic principles, “pay as you
go,” and “waste not, want not,” turning their backs on the market economy. Helen began
writing it all down at a large wooden table overlooking the woods that surrounded the
home she and her husband built. She penned Living the Good Life: How to Live Simply
and Sanely in a Troubled World, a memoir and encyclopedia of their adventures on the
Maine coast. It was published on January 1, 1954.
In December of 1953, a month before Living the Good Life appeared, President
Dwight D. Eisenhower swore in Earl Butz as Assistant Secretary of Agriculture. The
ceremony took place in Washington D.C., where Butz had lived for the past 21 years.
And although he resided nearly 700 miles south of the Nearing’s Harborside homestead
and almost 600 miles east of his hometown of Albion, Indiana, Butz was still from the
country. He had devoted his life to agriculture. He grew up on a Noble County dairy
farm, earned two degrees in agriculture from Purdue University and later served as the
dean of the school of agriculture there. In the White House, Butz may have been far from
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the sunny Indiana cornfields, but his roots were deep and they informed his policy
making.
Butz served under Ezra Taft Benson, the then-Secretary of Agriculture who
pushed for a free-market agronomy, without government intervention. Benson’s policies
encouraged farmers to “get big or get out.” With his predecessors’ plans in mind Butz
would set into motion the large-scale, conventional agricultural model that has become
the norm for today’s agribusiness. It was an economic and agricultural strategy that
would cause future farmers like the Yentes brothers to plan their lives as a reaction to its
environmental effects and its human health degradation. It was a battle the Nearings
foresaw in the 1950s, and one Butz knew little about.
The Nearings continued to live intentionally and self-sufficiently at their
Harborside homestead. What the Nearings didn’t know at the time, was almost 20 years
after it was written their lived philosophy would jump start the “back to the land
movement” after the 1970 republishing of The Good Life. Young people, whether they
were aware of the Nearings or not, started making the same trek as the homesteaders did
in the 1930s. Leaving behind corporate culture and 9-to-5 jobs for subsistence living, The
Good Life served as the price of admission for their arrival to the country. Many of those
young people served as apprentices at Harborside learning as much as they could.
Between 1970 and 1973, Maine’s population increased 4.4 percent while
nationally it only increased 3.2 percent. People flocked to the state to buy a piece of the
undeveloped land it housed, start their own good life, get a piece of “Vacationland.” In
the next 10 years the population in all Maine counties, except Aroostook, increased. In
Franklin, Lincoln, Sagadahoc and Waldo counties the population increased by more than

	
  

10	
  

20 percent, despite the fact that none of these counties had more than 25,000 residents in
1970 and housed none of Maine’s major cities.
The Nearings humble stronghold was the opposite of what Earl Butz was
advocating for when, seventeen years after his appointment by Eisenhower, President
Nixon promoted Butz to Secretary of Agriculture with the task of making food cheaper
for the American consumer. Butz opposed parts of the New Deal policies which, when
created, paid farmers to conserve part of their land by not planting while addressing
environmental degradation of the dust bowl. Butz, an outspoken politician—a trait that
would later cost him his job—encouraged farmers to “plant fence row to fence row.”
On August 10, 1973 Nixon signed The Agriculture and Consumer Protection Act,
which furthered Butz plan. Supply increased in light of high production costs to capture
perceived economies of scale. But with increased production came increased soil erosion
and decreased wildlife populations. Soon there was a surplus of commodity crops. Butz
saw that the free-market approach would jumpstart exports and reduce prices.
But in Maine, with the reissue of The Good Life in 1970, the Nearings’ vision was
reincarnated and gained speed quickly. Many alternative thinkers, some longhaired,
hippie city-dwellers moved to coastal, central and western Maine to find cheap land and
start farms and homesteads. By 1978 there were 8,100 farms in Maine, 1,600 more than
four years prior. It was a reaction to feeling like the purpose in life was most important. It
was a revolution in the form of practicing what you preach. The generation that was
taught by the Nearings would be called the back-to-the-landers. They started showing up
at town meetings, engaging in the community they were foreign to, bringing new ideas.
In many ways, the outsiders weren’t much different than the locals—they farmed the
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land, and worked hard to make enough to survive. They might have done so with
different motives—an environmental, social ethic perhaps—the joining of these two
worlds in the same state created the conditions for today’s generation of young people
starting farms in Maine. The conjoining allowed room for the small organic farm to exist
in 2015 as a reaction to environmental protection and climate change. It allowed them to
survive in tough economic times with the persistent self-sufficiency of Mainers—getting
through the winter. The back-to-the-land movement rooted itself in Maine because of this
stitching together of two mentalities and it is the reason the state is ushering in young
farmers again. While in the 1970s the back-to-the-landers were welcomed in with quiet
skepticism from the locals, today a new generation is voyaging into Maine.

*****

	
  
Figure 5: Tristan Noyes prepares salad green orders in his Portland home.

One of the first communities in Maine to welcome the new sustainable foods
movement was Portland. More young people are coming to the state or staying to start
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small farms. With a population nearing 70,000 people, Portland is the state’s biggest city
and it houses the highest concentration of educated young people. While Maine still sits
as the oldest state in the country, Portland is ushering in new farmers’ products. In most
Portland restaurants diners will find items sourced from a farm. Chefs like Sam Hayward,
from Fore Street restaurant, are becoming famous not only for their culinary skills, but
also for the ethical practices behind them. Hayward utilizes less popular fish and bottomdwellers, and turns them into different types of pan-seared seafood, depending on the
season. He uses the less-popular fish because they are less expensive and don’t rely on
over-fished populations that are
pushing the boundaries of what is
stable for certain species like cod.
But behind each of the celebrity
chefs and burgeoning restaurants are
fishermen and women and farmers

who employ innovative strategies

Figure 6: A label for GroMaine Tristan Noyes made in
Microsoft Word.

for getting food from its source to
the plates of residents and vacationers alike. Despite the impossibility of those farmers
and fishermen and women affording the restaurant meals they supply.
Vignola Cinq Terre, one of the Portland’s best-know farm-to-table restaurants,
sits on a cobblestone street just up from the ocean in the historic Old Port district. On a
sunny mid-morning in August 2014, Tristan Noyes a 31-year-old organic salad greens
farmer from Aroostook County, but resident of Portland, pulls his truck next to the old
brick restaurant covered in vines climbing up the front. He grabs five bags of greens,
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each adorned with cardboard labels and GroMaine’s
modern logo, which he later confesses he made in
Microsoft Word. With two bags in one hand and three
in the other he heads to the restaurant’s back door,
leaving his car unlocked. You don’t need to worry
about keeping people out of your car up in “The
County,” the native term for the sprawling expanse of
Aroostook County, 300 miles north of Portland.

The back door to the restaurant is locked.
Noyes and an alcohol deliveryman both wait to be let

Figure 7: Trays of GroMaine's seeded
greens being stored at Noyes' Flower Shop
in Caribou, Maine.

inside, while Noyes goes to grab another five bags of greens from the truck. When he
returns, neither Noyes nor the deliveryman knock on the door. “I learned very early you
don’t knock,” the deliveryman says, they’ll let you in when they’re ready.
Fifteen minutes later, two muscular and imposing but tired men in button-ups
open the door. One wears flip-flops and a backwards hat. The chef community is
transient, chefs come and go, and the second man is dressed in a clean V-neck t-shirt as
he is moving up in rank. They’re meeting with Noyes today to catch up on the sales he’s
made with the restaurant. The two chefs are hoping to increase the amount of
microgreens the restaurant purchases.
Noyes is a 2005 history graduate from Bowdoin College. After school he worked
for a Boston consulting company for eight years before giving up that job to farm greens
with his younger brother, Jon. Fittingly for an organization devoted to growing lettuce
and other greens, they named their company GroMaine.
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Inside the restaurant, Noyes places a tray of baby purple arugula with a peppery

taste on the mahogany bar counter. The combination of the organized restaurant and
chaotic, dirty plants looks like a contradiction. Soil from the arugula tray spills over onto
the bar. The counter is still sticky from the local beers recently on it. Only window light
fills the shadowy brick restaurant, which will soon be bursting with vacationers and
foodies alike. Noyes, a businessman, knows that fresher is better and he offers to sell the
restaurant trays of seeded microgreens so they can harvest them directly on to each plate
improving quality and freshness. One of the chefs makes sure to mention, “The triple
wash is greatly appreciated,” offers a few times.
The chefs inquire about how to grow and harvest the greens. They ask Noyes to
buy them special scissors to cut the baby greens and note that they can keep them in the
basement where it’s cool, and dark. “They will probably grow best near a window,”
Noyes suggests without the slightest hint of sarcasm.
He offers to find the specialized kitchen shears the chefs ask for, although he says
later he’ll just go get a pair of scissors at a craft store. Mid-microgreens deal, the
restaurant's businessperson cuts Noyes a check for last week’s greens and the $25 micro
greens tray of Bull’s Blood variety arugula the chefs decide to buy. Because he knows
chefs come and go from restaurant to restaurant, Noyes works both vertically and
horizontally talking to the head chefs and dishwashers alike. He’s built a solid network of
restaurant employees with this democratic approach.
At times it appears that the chefs are calling all the shots. Noyes is convenient,
and always gets what the chefs need when they want it. But he’s making the decisions.
Noyes has a formula and he sticks to it. First, be there when you say you’re going to be
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there, always. Introduce an outline of what you want to talk about, assess how much time
they have, ask questions assessing their needs and give them solutions, have a closing
that works based on their style and then rehash what you will do from that point forward.
“Lettuce is just lettuce in our eyes,” says one of the Vignola Cinq Terre chefs.
Noyes plays along and laughs, but knows this isn’t close to true. The meeting
ends and they shake hands, telling Noyes they’ll make room for whatever he has to give
them.
Tristan Noyes and his brother Jon have only been farming commercially since
April 2014 when they planted their first trays of seedlings in their parent’s greenhouse
and flower shop in Caribou, Maine. Their business model is simple yet much different
than their farming
counterparts.
Jon grows all the
greens in Aroostook
County in the Noyes
parent’s backyard in
Woodland, Maine. Flashy
Trout Back, Tropicana,

Figure 8: Jon Noyes like the solitude of spending his days alone
harvesting salad greens.

New Red Fire, Coastal Star
and other salad green varieties—all organic. Jon is 24-years-old and graduated from
UMaine in 2012 with a degree in International Affairs and History. Farming appeals to
him because he enjoys the solitude and the fact that the seasonal schedule allows him to
go skiing in the winter. “I’m not much of a lettuce guy,” he says while picking the last
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greens of the day one July afternoon, adding that he often wishes he could bring ranch
dressing out in the field with him.
Tristan, Katherine, his wife, and an Australian Shepherd mix puppy named Penny
live in a white one-story house with ocean views on top of a hill in Portland. Tristan
spends his days going between fifteen Portland and South Portland restaurants,
wholesalers and small markets trying to convince owners and chefs to buy his product
while he also makes deliveries. He keeps a close eye on his phone because for him
consistent and timely orders are key to maintaining relationships with restaurants. He also
scours the area for any stores that might take his product, often walking in on a whim to
see if they will.
Jon lives in Woodland with the farm. Each week the brothers meet halfway in
Bangor, and transfer greens into their respective trailers, which are outfitted with
refrigerators. The trailer takes up the majority of Tristan’s Portland driveway. The houses
are packed together. He has to have curtains on all his windows as a means to not be
staring into his neighbors home’s. His house is surrounded by constant traffic, boats, the
ocean.

Figure 9: Tristan Noyes brings bags of salad greens to his refrigerated
trailer, while he charges the air conditioner that cools it.
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His Portland neighborhood is different than his hometown of Woodland, Maine,

which has a population of 1,403 and is a 12-minute drive northwest of Caribou. In The
County your neighbors are farther away but you know them better. There are more potato
fields than people. The moose that draw so many vacationers up north are more or less
part of the Woodland territory. Seeing them takes little effort but getting them out of your
salad greens takes force. It takes determination to get your product to consumers as well.
If the farm-to-table movement is rooted in knowing the locale of your food and having
that be nearby, than there is a disconnect between $40 meals served in clean restaurants
by trained chefs and the soil-loving people who produce it in the sweaty, humid Maine
sun. The disconnect, being the equation: fewer miles don’t equal more knowledge. The
awareness of 14-hour summer days and the groundwork of a given food’s origin is still
unknown to the eater. A farm name often suffices as proof of sustainable food for the
consumer. Although eating local at restaurants is a step towards more sustainable food—
the restaurant’s patrons aren’t engaging with issues of hunger, of farm legislation or
industrial agriculture. They are making a healthier choice for themselves under the guise
of food activism. Few people care to cross the boundary between their plate and the
people who produce it, or find out what actually happens on the ground. Tristan Noyes
crosses the border everyday.
*****
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Figure 10: Different varieties of grees the Noyes brothers sell.

Between the Noyes’ farm in Woodland and their grandmother’s house in Caribou
is Cindy’s Sub Shop. During mid-July 2014, in the red and white Coca-Cola colored
shed, Tristan chooses meat lover’s sandwiches for both himself and his brother off a dryerase board menu. The cashier and Cindy’s two cooks all have perms and address Tristan,
and probably everyone else who walks through the door, as “honey.” There’s nothing
organic about the place except the salad greens—Jon grew those.
While he waits for his order, Tristan explains that the upscale restaurants he sells
his greens to in Portland don’t care if his product is organic; all they want to know is the
farmer. The chefs believe telling a story about their food to consumers is more important
than the conditions in which the food was grown. For these foodies, Tristan provides both
that face and the greens. But that’s a matter of business, connecting with people in-person
is far more important to Tristan. After getting the sandwiches he heads to his
grandmother’s house in Caribou.
In Caribou, the most popular image of
Maine—the woods—fades into clearly
delineated misshapen plots of potatoes fields,
with corn and broccoli dotting the landscape as
Figure 11: An expanse of road overlooking a potato
field in Aroostook County.
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well. The drive between Cindy’s Sub Shop and Grandma Noyes’ big white farmhouse is
filled with undulating expanses of potato fields. It’s the peak of the potato blossom, and
the dark green waves of potato plants are glittered with white flowers, like fireflies. It’s
Tristan’s favorite time of the year. And it’s also a signifier of The County’s financial
success in their agricultural contribution.
Industrial agriculture is alive and well in Maine’s most northern county.
Aroostook County produces more potatoes than any other county in the United States. Of
the 27,000 pounds of potatoes harvested in 2012, most were sold to McCain Foods
Limited, a multi-national privately owned corporation which funds and controls The
County’s entire economy, and provides potatoes for McDonalds. When demand is high
for potatoes year-by-year contracts with McCain increase in number and dollar amount.
Yet when new fluid health studies suggest potatoes may be bad for you and demand goes
down again, the contract money from McCain is siphoned out of The County, impacting
not only the famers but the entire community. The contrast between Aroostook County
and the rest of Maine is stark and often abrupt, like moving from Thoreau’s woods to the
city except people are replaced with potato fields. The crops, when viewed through a car
window blend into the horizon with an AstroTurf consistency.
Grandma Noyes’ white farmhouse in Caribou is situated in the middle of 500
acres of these potato fields. The late July sunlight is hazy in the kitchen of the farmhouse
as Jon and Tristan eat their subs. They are there just to visit, as they do every time Tristan
is in town. They talk to their grandmother about the USDA paperwork she got in the
mail, addressed to her late husband, regarding the leases she has with different farmers to
work the land she can’t cultivate anymore, but won’t let go of. Both the Noyes brothers
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and their grandmother know the land in the heart of Aroostook County is too valuable to
give up.
Tristan’s dog Penny barks when the brothers’ aunt and cousin walk into to say hi.
They heard Tristan was in town, and despite his almost weekly visits to pick up salad
greens, they wanted to make sure they said hello. It’s commonplace to show up
unannounced, especially if it means you get to see your family. Tristan jokes with Jon
about a woman at the market in South Portland who said she harvested 100 pounds of
potatoes a day by hand. The brothers laugh at what they know is a ridiculous claim. Even
in the height of their hyper pre-teen stages they couldn’t harvest that many potatoes. Only
before mechanized harvesting equipment would someone have the skills to harvest that
quickly. Without a word the brothers get in their respective trucks and head back to the
farm. In Maine everyone knows something about The County, like the woman and the
potatoes, but they often have never visited or lived there. They don’t know what it’s
actually like beyond the stereotypes.
Much like the potatoes grown in their grandmother’s field, most of GroMaine’s
crops aren’t consumed in their town or even in their county, but for different reasons. The
potatoes are shipped all over the country. Jon doesn’t sell much of their product at the
Caribou farmers’ market in large part because most people grow it themselves. In
Southern Maine there is less room to grow food and more demand for GroMaine’s
product. The product Tristan doesn’t move to Portland restaurants and wholesalers he
sells in the South Portland farmers’ market. Each week he seems to bring more products
south, selling a family friend’s New Potatoes (a popular variety) to a few restaurants and
market goers who ask. Tristan acts as the go-between between Northern Maine growers
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and Southern Maine consumers. He made a deal with a flower vendor at the market to
send flowers to his parents’ flower shop in Caribou to help both parties out. The
exchange works both ways. He hopes in the future he’ll be able to utilize his state-long
treks to provide services that bring products from one end of Maine to the other.
Still, few people care to cross the boundary between their dinner and the farmers
and farmworkers who produce it. At times, it seems like too much effort to look past the
name of a farm or the location a food came from, to begin to understand what went into
producing that food. Maybe the mental exercise isn’t worth the reward. Maybe
consumers just don’t care. But in car rides from south to north and north to south, Tristan
is constantly straddling the line between consumers and producers.
He brings youthful vibrancy to his hometown community—growing new crops in
land that has produced potatoes since the early 1800s. And he brings the honesty, trust,
care for community and straightforwardness of his upbringing south to Portland. His
customers like him because he listens and cares. They have a relationship with him not
just a business partnership. He holds the values of a close-knit community and inserts
them in his daily interactions in city life, which often seems more disconnected.
Young farmers have become the titans of Maine’s locally sourced agriculture,
some are the archetype of the alternative hippy living to benefit many ecologicallyminded eaters—foodies who can afford local, organic produce and have the time to find
it. The foodie often sees farmers as warriors against Big Ag—which the farmers’ actions
support, but foodies don’t often see a farmer who can barely afford her own food, living
in accordance to strict environmental and social morals. The farmers’ market is full of
happy people and farmers eager to sell their product. They’re eager so they can make
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enough money to survive. But the issue of low price points and the expensive cost of
farming can’t be solved by canvas bags and artisan foods.
Farming on a small organic scale is a commitment and a struggle, but also a call
for a more just food system, where farmers are paid a livable wage for the food they
produce, not the supplementary jobs they hold.
While the industrial food system relies heavily on underpaid, underrepresented
and migrant workers, the small diversified farm relies on its principal operators working
60-hour weeks and the labor of unpaid interns and apprentices. Small organic farms,
much like the Nearings and their students, rely on young people’s enthusiasm for learning
to have a successful farm and get all their work done. But the expensive dishes at Old
Port restaurants don’t reflect the 68 percent of small, 1 to 9 acre farms that experienced a
net income loss between 2007 and 2012. The meals don’t reflect the average net loss
being $9,299. On the same small farms 82 percent of the primary operators live with 25
percent or less of their income coming from the farm. Only 7 percent of small farms can
rely 100 percent on their farm for income. The story of a hard-working successful and
happy farmer restaurant-goers associate with their steak and potatoes is laced in idealism
and pastoralized imagery, when many farmers are recording financial losses and most are
working other jobs to support their farms. Elements of that narrative do exist: the golden
mornings harvesting carrots and the joy of eating food you’ve grown. But farm work is
dangerous, especially when you can’t afford health care. In Maine, the majority of
farmers are rural residents. Out of the state’s 7,738 farms in 2008, only 349 were
profitable. Of the 4,900 rural residence farms in that group the average net income was
negative $5,000. Despite farmers’ elaborate plans for environmentally sound operations,
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they can’t be self-sustaining if there aren’t adequate funds to start them in the first place.
Farmers often implement the necessary parts of their farm plan sacrificing their holistic
approach for some obscure time in the future when they will have funds. The products the
farms produce are sustainable but the financial system that supports them is not.

*****
In Washington County, just north of Hancock, is a farm that began more than 175
years before back-to-the-landers moved in. The indigenous Passamaquoddy people
showed Robert Bell the place to build a bridge over an offshoot of the ocean. They called
Robert, who was short in stature, “little chimes,” and gracefully showed him the hilly and
soft land where he could start a gristmill. He would use the ocean’s natural properties to
generate power. When the tide came in he closed the doors under the bridge, trapping the
water, leaving the levels high enough to turn the mill—grinding wheat into flour. The
bridge still stands today over the bright Atlantic ocean connecting Aaron, Terry and
Rachel Bell’s farms together. Terry, a soon-to-be retired farmer has handed over the land
to his nephew and daughter. Aaron has Tidemill Farm, a dairy and small diversified farm
on one side of bridge and Rachel has Tidemill Creamery, a goat farm, up on the hill on
the other side of the bridge. All the property combined creates Tidemill Farm
Incorporated. The land stretches six miles along the coast. The large wooded hill on one
side where Rachel’s farm is located moves into pastures where Aaron’s cows graze. The
bridge connects them together as a family, a community and as history.
In 1968 when Terry Bell, part of Tidemill’s seventh generation, left for college
there were 28 dairy farms in Washington County. In 1970 when Terry Bell moved back
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to Tidemill Farm there were only five. All his high school friends had moved out of the
county and state to find better paying jobs with more security. A Mainer at heart, he
decided to stay. But the home he remembered along six miles of the Cobscook Bay was
different. Though his high school peers had left, he began getting phone calls from people
with different last names from those in the area, but who were the same age as him. He
started fielding questions about the best way to grow hay and milk cows. As he helped
his new peers acclimate to farming and the area, he began to feel community reemerge.
He was excited to get to know his neighbors and bring young people back to Washington
County.
Today, Tidemill Farm Inc. is under a protective easement, which keeps the land in
agricultural use with an emphasis on conservation. Most of Rachel and Aaron’s
childhood friends were kids of back-to-the-landers. “There was never a back to the land
for us, we’ve just been here,” Rachel Bell said.
Some of her friends now “have continued to homestead and grow a lot of food
and others have gotten other jobs or have hot tubs or gotten divorced and moved away,
whatever. It was a neat phenomenon I think,” Bell says.
Two generations after the back-to-the-landers and 20 years after he thought he’d
not have any children who wanted to take over the farm, Terry Bell is considering
handing the farm down. He is starting to age and his nephew and daughter have proved
their commitment. Aaron and Rachel, on their respective farms, are convincing Terry
Bell they’re ready to be the next generation to take over the farm.
Terry Bell is successful because he doesn’t interfere with the process of transfer
and transformation. He isn’t set in his ways: “You have to make sure that [it’s] not an
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obstacle set by the older generation and [that it] lets the next generation farm as they
need,” he says.
It helped him usher in the back-to-the-landers and it helps him look at what his
daughter’s doing. He sees Rachel and her peers’ farms as environmentally sound but
infused with a desire to make money unlike the back-to-the-landers two generations
before them. It was the intersection of these worlds, which encouraged groups like the
Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association (MOFGA), the largest organization
of its kind in the country.

*****

In 1971 a cooperative extension agent from Lewiston grew tired of the constant
phone calls he received from back-to-the-landers from across the state. Calls like the ones
Bell received at his Washington County farm. These new farmers asked the agent,
Charlie Gould, questions about how to grow certain crops in their farms and gardens, or
what crops to grow in the first place. The back-to-the-landers made up for their lack of
farming knowledge in resourcefulness and fearlessness in seeking out the right people to
help them. Gould organized a meeting at Thomas Point Beach in Brunswick, Maine, and
arranged for Helen and Scott Nearing to be speakers. The original meeting members
formed local chapters amongst them, people came together for pot lucks and garden
tours. An apprenticeship program, which matched people wanting to learn farming with
experienced farmers, started soon after. The group of back-to-the-landers and extension
workers fought for organic labeling, held conferences, started a publication in 1977. All
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the back-to-the-landers and those helping them that Gould brought together eventually
became MOFGA. The group still acts as a resource for all people in the state with over
5,000 members.
In the Fall of 1977, six years after Gould’s initial meeting, MOFGA held the first
Common Ground Country Fair in Litchfield, Maine—the organizers called it a “harvest
celebration.” When 10,000 people showed up that September it was clear to the
organizers that the fair would soon outgrow its grounds. The next year it moved to
Windsor, Maine. MOFGA and the Common Ground continued to grow. By 1996, it
found its permanent home in Unity, Maine on a 200-acre plot of forest they turned into
fairgrounds.
Although Mr. Bell doesn’t go to the fair anymore his daughter, Rachel Bell, a 36year-old goat farmer, does. She spends all her free moments in the summer months,
before her biggest selling day of the year, preparing and making extra batches of goat’s
milk yogurt, cheese and kefir to sell to the 60,000 or so visitors who show up to the damp
fairgrounds in their campers, Subaru Foresters and pick-up trucks, turning the
surrounding grassy hills into parking lots.
On September 20, the gray day was brightened by fair goers clad in brightly
colored-knitted hats and socks, driving vehicles with “no farms, no food” bumper
stickers. Despite the late-September threat of snow, everyone was happy to watch
orchestrated sheepdogs corral sheep, watch kids sled down a hill on makeshift cardboard
sleds, or watch artisans spin yarn out of wool from the sheep being sheared near-by.
As the cloud cover thickened the air stayed a cool 50 degrees but humid. At the
fair entrance is the Farmers’ Market; Rachel Bell’s booth was almost sold out with two

	
  

27	
  
hours left in the day. There is a commonality in
the people Bell greets whether it be MOFGA
members or parents looking for a place to take
their kids for the weekend. Looking up from
organizing the yogurt on her table, Bell’s bright

Figure 12: Rachel Bell likes maple syrup in her
Kefir.

blue eyes had dark circles underneath them,
indicative of the warmth she was trying to

maintain the whole day. “This is our blueberry kefir,” she points out to a woman who has
one hand on the sample of fermented milk drink and another on a flighty child.
Bell talks about the difference between Chevre and hard cheeses. She likes her
kefir with maple syrup and in her free time sings with her band The Milk and Honey
Rebellion. She’s sincere; she’s talking about what she made—both her cheese and her
identity. “I think we’re going to sell out today,” she said.
“It’s good because this is the culmination of everything we work for.”
She paused and gave a half smile, as if letting that idea sink in.
Although she’s three hours away from where her kefir was made at Tidemill
Creamery, the cold humidity of the day was like that of the coast she came from and so
were the faces of the people trying her products. She’s lucky to have inherited land from
her family that helps her produce enough food for to sell at the fair. She sells to people
she’s known her whole life and to those who travel long distances just to attend The
Common Ground Fair. Fellow farmers, homesteaders, students, hippies and craftspeople
all gather at these fairgrounds. They congregate here in greater and greater numbers in
recent years. The fair growers share a state and its agricultural history, one that has
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instilled a common belief of working together. This cooperation happened between locals
and back-to-the-landers, between the Nearings and their students. It happens everyday to
keep small Maine farms alive.
And today, young people are once again reviving that process, coming back to
these small communities across the state, weaving themselves into their fabric. There
were 155 new farmers under the age of 35 in Maine between 2007 and 2012. Up 80 new
farmers under the age of 35 than in the previous 5 years. In sewing themselves into this
state’s land, they are unearthing a storied history. They are breathing life into decrepit
farms, filling health stores and farmers markets with local, organic meats and produce,
cultivating open spaces, and asking the next generation of Mainers to consider the
environmental and health implications of our food production and consumption practices.

*****

Figure 13: Remnants of a fallen tree surround Tidemill
Creamery's goat shelter.

When Rachel Bell looked out the large windows of her concrete-floored living
room on July 4, 2014, the rain from Hurricane Arthur had slowed. The wind, however,
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had not. The tall pines surrounding her property on the coast in Edmunds, Maine
quivered. Bell’s farm is situated at the highest point on the Tidemill Farm Inc. property.
The trees, despite their great efforts could not ward off the wind. Her goats took shelter in
their hoop house whose plastic tarp flapped and snapped, like a flag in the wind, as strong
gusts pushed the plastic against its frame. The goats huddled in the back of the shelter,
near their food. Through the window of the house, speckled with droplets, Bell watched.
The churning storm was beyond her control, and she was nervous. She and Nate Horton,
her partner and a carpenter, watched on. Horton’s parents were some of the first
MOFGA-certified farmers in Maine.
When the cedar tree snapped, Bell couldn’t hear the crack. But she watched as the
tree’s large shadow collapsed on the hoop house. The cedar crushed the back end of the
shelter where her goats had huddled.
She rushed to the phone and called her dad, who had an excavator that could
move the tree. Horton watched the other half of the cedar fall on to the white tarp of the
hoop house. The rungs of the house, like rib bones protecting pink puffs of lung, broke
and collapsed the structure. After she called her dad, Bell ran outside into the wind and
rain to look under the fractured shelter. Under the plastic covering, bowed and
misshapen, the goats grazed uninjured, nibbling bits off the cedar tree that now pinned
down their home.
As the humid air condensed on her forehead, Bell called her dad again. He was in
his house down the dirt road that connected Tidemill Farm Inc.’s properties. She felt
lucky that at the end bottom of the hill, there was someone to help. But she hated having
to make the call. She hated being at the mercy of other people. She felt humiliated and
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embarrassed, even if in everyone else’s mind it was okay to rely on those around you. It
was a scenario she wasn’t prepared for. She had planned for the weather but not the
intensity. It would cost her time and money to fix the hoop house. She knew the Atlantic
Ocean’s ability to intensify weather, but she wasn’t prepared for seven other trees to fall
on her new woven-wire electric fence during the days following the hoop-house collapse.
She also wasn’t prepared to not have electricity until a few weeks after the wire-fence
collapsed. She still doesn’t have the time to fully figure out a plan if it happens again, the
most she’s had time for is to buy a generator. The goats still need to be milked everyday.
She hopes the winter will provide a time she can do more than just buy a generator—time
to construct a plan.
As the primary operator of Tidemill Creamery, Bell is not only responsible to her
immediate community: her three children and a handful of farm hands, but she’s also
responsible to the community of farmers on her ancestral farmland, her cousin Aaron,
and her parents, who also live on the land. It’s a group she holds close because she knows
the farming community in Washington County is fragile like her hoop house, and has
been dwindling since the back-to-the-landers faded away in the 1980s. Being responsible
to a community allows Bell to rely on the community’s parts, but those parts rely on her
as well—much like the back-to-the-landers who were dependent on local knowledge of a
similar community in Edmunds, Maine. As farmers in Washington County gave up the
trade in the 1980s, those who stayed were increasingly reliant on each other for resources,
equipment and skills. Between 1987 and 1992 Maine lost over 1.2 million acres of
farmland. Between 1987 and 1992 the state lost 347 dairy farms. Without a strong
community, farming in the easternmost county of Maine is a challenge—one Bell wishes
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more new farmers would accept. Along with Aroostook County, Washington County has
more available farmland than any other part of Maine. Still the system is fragile. Farming
nearly died out in Washington County in the 1980s. It caused Terry Bell to shut down his
dairy production and move onto other agricultural ventures. Today, in Washington
County, which has close to the same population, remnants of the struggle and distance
between resources and agriculture still exist. Without the rest of her extended family at
Tidemill Farms Inc. across the bridge, Rachel Bell’s goats would have suffered when
their hoop house fell. Without other farming resources around, all the farms that do exist
struggle. With the exception of her cousin Aaron and a few other cow dairies, the farming
infrastructure like veterinarians and technicians are mostly gone.
Rachel Bell believes new farmers are the answer to reviving the farming
community. The land is still inexpensive if it’s not on the water, and there is more of it.
Bell says new farmers will bring more people to work together with, and more people to
bring back local knowledge of farming and money to the area. She can act as a steward
much like the indigenous Passamaquoddy people did for her ancestors when they came
looking for a place to start a gristmill nine generations ago. And the newcomers can
revitalize the infrastructure and support farmers like Bell who need help when their hoop
houses fall down or they loose electricity for weeks. Yet despite the hours she spends
making yogurt and preparing her land for more extreme weather events and preparing her
community for the same, Rachel Bell has not paid herself. She doesn’t know when that
time will come either.
*****
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Figure 14: Buckets waiting to be filled with milk for yogurt making.

It’s 8:30 on a sunny June morning on Tidemill Farm in 2014. Rachel Bell is
filling white, five-gallon-buckets to the brim with yellow milk from Aaron’s grass-fed
cows. Cows that eat grass produce yellow milk because grass contains beta-carotene,
which turns grass-fed animals’ fat a yellow hue. Bell and farmhand Patty Vinzani must
fill 15 buckets for the batch of yogurt they are making for the Lubec Marathon runners
next weekend. Vinzani has worked on farms the majority of her life as well as in schools.
She’s never owned her own farm
but she has a flock of chickens
and is just as knowledgeable as
any of the farm’s primary
operators. After the buckets are
filled Vinzani and Bell load them
into the bed of Bell’s red 1998
Figure 15: Vinzani explains the process of yogurt making while
filling buckets with milk.

GMC Sierra 1500 pick-up truck.
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Once the buckets are loaded Bell will drive them back up the hill, unload them into
Herbie, a cheese vat. Bell and her co-workers, Vanzini and Hannah Bath, an adventurer
who likes The Weeknd and has found peace on the farm, have a tendency to name all the
appliances in her creamery. The scale’s name is Priscilla and the refrigerator is Frank,
short for Frankenstein and the stove is named Simon. They interact with the machinery so
frequently the machines begin to take on characters and are personified. Herbie, the
cheese vat will heat the milk to 185 degrees Fahrenheit, then cool it to 108 degrees
Fahrenheit so the milk is ready for the culture, which will make it into yogurt. After one
of Bell’s workers adds the culture the vat will sit for seven hours and then will be
refrigerated. All the work will result in 460 pounds of whole-milk yogurt. The yogurt’s
flavor profile is fuller and almost sweeter. The cows’ grass-fed diet makes the yogurt
higher in Omega 3 fatty acids and lower in Omega 6 fatty acids creating the
recommended optimal ratio. Because the cows eat grass the yogurt is naturally pesticide,
insecticide and GMO free. Each bite is filling and smooth.
Routine is important at Tidemill Creamery and much of the day is spent following
procedures of milking or feeding animals, and creating yogurt. On the farm, however,
these processes often intersect, becoming a byproduct of collaboration between the
communities farmers are responsible to. But only so many steps can be controlled. Often
Rachel and Aaron’s farms coalesce.
The buckets are ready to be driven to the creamery, but the trip is halted when 60
cows cross the bridge to paddocks, barricading the road in front the truck. The crossing
happens twice a day for the cows and Aaron and Rachel’s connection to their past. “Yep,
that’s how many I’ll have,” Aaron says on a cell phone as he makes pick-up deals.
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Figure 16: Aaron Bell herds his cows into their next paddock to graze.

He taps the milkers on the rump encouraging them to move to their next pasture
which is over a bridge and up small hill on the opposite side of the property from Bell’s
farm. He jaunts behind the herd as each cow passes across the bridge, silhouetted by the
morning sun and the always-cold Atlantic Ocean on their left side.
As Bell gets ready to take the buckets back up the hill she stops for the milkers.
She hops out of the truck, leaving the door open. She almost skips up the dirt road to lead
the cows into their next paddock. For a moment she stops and smiles. “It’s a privilege to
be involved in this work. We work with our hands and minds to create something very
basic and life sustaining,” she says crossing back over the bridge.
Bell has a tendency to philosophize like this. But the bridge has aided in a variety
of farming philosophies in the nine generations it has helped in the creation of food. The
land is a collection of farming communities that played a part in the region’s food system
today. They each had different techniques, practices, and animals. Rachel and Aaron have
their own respective farming focuses—new to address a changing natural, social and
political environment around them. They are not returning back over the bridge to the
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back-to-the-landers or an easier way of life. They are different from that of their
grandfather’s time; they have to cross new bridges. Yet Rachel and Aaron share, even
with their first ancestors, the will to survive on their own.
The ground that the back-to-the-landers laid allows Bell and other farmers to find
success on small-farms in Maine. The interest in small farms the back-to-the-landers
spurred in Maine jumpstarted programs like MOFGA and the Maine Farmland Trust that
farmers today rely on. Yet in 2015 farmers are not the back-to-the-landers, although with
many subsistence ideas like homesteaders, the small-farmer today runs a moral-driven
business with the intent of making money. Now, many young farmers are obtaining
degrees in Sustainable Agriculture before starting their own farms, taking as many
apprenticeships and farm jobs as they can to get experience in the mean time. Still like
the back-to-the-landers many of today’s young farmers don’t come from farming
backgrounds but are escaping the confines of career-track, 40-hour a week jobs with
benefits. Like giving up an unhealthy relationship with mainstream life, they trade in
button ups for muck boots and skyscrapers for silos.

Figure 17: A cow about to cross over the bridge to its next paddock.
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*****

Before she was a farmer, Ann Mefferd, worked as a contamination remediator for
Envirologic. In 2001 she lived in a closet apartment in Washington D.C., her small space
overrun with plants. The space in her compact backyard was overwhelmed with growth
from the garden she had been eating out of. She had dreams of taking over of her
neighbor’s yard. She had more houseplants than room for anything else. After graduating
with a Geology degree from Radford University, she headed to Washington D.C. She was
a geologist who spent most of her days behind a desk researching contamination sites
contracted by the Army Corps of Engineers, alternating between dusty library books and
glaring computer screens. She took a few USDA graduate school courses. She was rarely
outside in the dirt and rocks. After work she read the City Paper looking for better jobs.
Almost half her weekly $500 paycheck went to rent but she still donated to The Nature
Conservancy, The Sierra Club and The Farm to Consumer Legal Defense Fund. Mefferd
came to feel, more urgently, that in order to sleep at night she would need to change her
way of life. “I wanted so much to have my life be part of doing good in the world, and
what I did every day all day long was not synonymous with that,” Mefferd said.
For a year she looked for jobs. Then one Spring afternoon following a long day
she saw an ad in the D.C. alt-weekly. It asked: “Do you want to live and work on an
organic farm?” Mefferd didn’t need much convincing. “Yes I do,” she thought.
She took three days off work and headed to Licking Creek Bend Farm in
Needmore, Pennsylvania. The farm was a retirement project for its owners, who did not
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depend on it as a source of income; it was something to keep them busy. She had to “try
out” for one of their paid internships. The weekend after seeing the advertisement she
hopped in her Honda Accord and drove out past the Jefferson Memorial and
Pennsylvania Avenue, through the suburbs, which she abhors. She travelled two hours to
Needmore, located almost 200 miles west of Philadelphia in south-central Pennsylvania.
Once off the interstate, she eventually drove on one dirt road, which led to a smaller one
and then to another. Mefferd considered turning around three times as she drove down a
path that looked like a washed-out riverbed as she approached what she thought was the
farm. Mefferd began tracing power lines as navigation, until, after about half an hour on
the dirt roads, she happened upon the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. Then the
road opened to a ridgeline. The lush green of early spring spread across a valley where
the vegetable, fruit and Christmas tree farm was nestled. It was early in the season and
with open space Mefferd felt lighter. She and other candidates bucked apple wood into
firewood for three days. She worked until exhaustion. In the short minutes before falling
asleep Mefferd couldn’t get the idea of working at the farm off her mind.
When the three-day honeymoon ended, however, she had to get back in her
Accord and retrace those same dirt roads back to D.C. Behind the wheel, her mind
wandered, “That was my shot. It’s this or I go back and figure out something else that
feels right,” she thought as she gathered her belongings to head back to D.C.
She was still on one of those dirt roads less than half an hour headed away from
the farm when she got a phone call. The farm operators didn’t wait long. Mefferd got the
job.
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Mefferd was immediately excited about trading Washington D.C. for a farmhouse

in rural Pennsylvania, but she spent the rest of the drive back to the nation’s capital
thinking about how to tell her dad, an Air Force pilot, that her career plans had changed.
Roads turned from dirt to asphalt. Then she drove back through suburbia, next down
Pennsylvania Ave. constructing ways to break to her dad that she would start farming.
Mefferd drove past the Jefferson Memorial, then she turned onto the road to her
apartment. She would only live there for one month more. She parked the car, picked up
her cell phone and called her dad. She told him what she had taken the whole ride
planning how to say. She was nervous. “I’m leaving my job to start a farm,” she said
waiting for a response.
But her dad just laughed.
“That’s you,” he said.
It was a relief and an action in doing what she believed.
She joined three other farmhands at what they called “the holler,” a term used
colloquially to describe the southeast mountains of the United States and the hollow
valley region between hills. One of the farmhands would eventually be her partner,
Andrew. She’d give up her $23,000 a year, career path job for an $800 a month
internship.
The farm was a different world from the city life Mefferd was accustomed to. She
and her fellow farmhands would sometimes farm naked because they were “ragged
heathens,” as she described them. They connected to land in whatever way possible and
clothes seemed like a hindrance to that. Life on the farm was isolated from the rest of the
world and felt unrealistic. The holler had no mirrors. They felt untouchable. Mefferd met
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her partner-to-be at the holler, Andrew. He studied journalism in college before arriving
at the holler being drawn in by its dissonance from the life previously lived. They fell for
the lifestyle, the commute of walking out the front door of the house into the front yard,
eating all their meals together. They sold their product at low-income markets in the city.
Ann stopped donating to The Nature Conservancy, The Sierra Club and The Farm to
Consumer Legal Defense Fund because she was doing good with her own hands.
At the holler, however, she did not learn how hard living on a farm can be.
Infatuation fades when you can’t make ends meet with farm apprenticeships and have to
take on waiting jobs. Farming as a career, not a retirement project, requires capital, land,
knowledge, and resources most people don’t have unless they inherit it. Mefferd gained
the knowledge first. After her summer at the holler ended she continued to work on farms
along the East Coast during the growing season, sometimes moving to warmer climates
to continue working and gaining experience. If she had to, she’d find a winter job to
support her farming habits, which were often unpaid. She travelled all over the east coast.
Throughout her entire life growing up in a military family, Ann moved frequently. But
between 1996 when she started farming and 2008 when she began her farm in Maine,
Ann moved every six months for different farming jobs. Yet while she was working on
farms one part of her physical life remained the same wherever she went—Mefferd’s
commute to work consisted of walking out her front door directly onto the farm.
In 2004, after years of apprenticeships and farm hand jobs, Ann and Andrew
Mefferd decided they were ready to start their own farm when the land Andrew grew up
on in Gap, Pennsylvania was ready to be sold. Like many farms around the country the
land was in contention as far as all the people in the family in line to inherit it. Ann and
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Andrew decided to start building up the soil on the land and working it although the farm
was still up for sale. Their doubts became realities and Andrew’s family decided to sell
the land.
Once again Ann and Andrew were farmers without a farm. They began looking
for land in Maine; a place they knew was unlikely to have a water scarcity. In 2008 they
came across a property ready to be sold in Cornville, Maine. With the help of Andrew’s
parents they were able to pay for the first few years of their mortgage while getting One
Drop Farm off the ground. One Drop Farm spills across a plateau where their farm house,
two greenhouses—one for cucumbers and one for tomatoes—and barn sit. Behind their
three acres of cultivated land and a line of trees the rest of their property turns into
undulating hills and fields the Mefferds hope they can cultivate someday in the distant
future. Between the greenhouses the farmers grow carrots, broccoli, greens and other
market vegetables while keeping pigs and chickens as well. Over the seven years since
they started their farm in 2008 they’ve applied for and received grants to build a walk in
storage freezer and processing facility in
their garage allowing them to produce
more food without the fear of inadequate
space to store it, Ann can store up to
6,000 pounds of vegetables in the freezer
at a time. She now plants more crops
because she has somewhere to store
them. Buying or building infrastructure

Figure 18: Brittany, a farmhand, harvests broccoli heads at
One Drop Farm.

such as greenhouses and storage freezers is a financial burden for today’s farmers. Unlike
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farmers of the past who inherited their land, most are buying their farms outright. Few
new farmers grew up on farms and are unable to inherit land and the infrastructure:
tractors, greenhouses, and freezers that go along with it. Even as Ann pushes to scale up,
she’s also constantly struggling to find more markets.
At age 36, Ann feels confident she can sell all she grows through wholesale
accounts. Now, her major roadblock to improving her farm is finding funds and accessing
the right tools and equipment so she can make her farming system much more efficient

Figure 19: Ann Mefferd explains a list of what she wants
harvested for the day to Brittany and Kyle who are farmhands.

by utilizing more acreage with the same amount of labor force, and purchasing more
tractors and equipment. But the roadblock she faces is still marketing and moving up in
scale as a farmer. With the introduction of the government Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program, formally known as food stamps, the modern farmer’s market is a
community open to most any consumer, but not any farmer. Most local farmers’ markets
have reached their capacity of vegetable growers and won’t let any more farmers in. No
market wants too many vegetable growers because they create competition and drive
down the price farmers can charge. As the popularity of farming grows in Maine, market
possibilities stay the same for farmers. Most small farms have the option of selling at
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markets, to wholesale
accounts and on roadside
stands. If a farm wants to
cross over into accounts
with chain grocery stores or
institutions and universities,
they must first obtain
different certifications. They

Figure 20: Andrew Mefferd adjusts his hanging cucumber plants in one
of One Drop Farm's greenhouses.

may have to have certain
liability insurance plan as well. At the University of Maine, most large farmers can have
liability insurance with food service providers like Sysco or Sodexo. The other option for
farmers who want to sell directly to the University, is to get their own insurance. Most
small farms looking to sell to institutions like UMaine have to take out their own
insurance plans, which are usually amounts up to $1 million of liability coverage.
Mefferd knows she can grow more food, but Good Agricultural Practices (GAP),
a national third-party audit safety certification, limits ability to sell that extra product for
small-diversified farmers. To sell at major grocery stores like Hannaford’s or Price
Chopper a farm has to be audited and pass GAP certification. GAP certification doesn’t
guarantee the fruit or vegetable doesn’t have microbial contamination, but it assures that
the farmer has, according to the USDA, “taken proactive measures to reduce the risk of
contamination, by adhering to generally recognized industry best practices.” But the
industries “best practices” are industrial-scale agriculture’s best practices. GAP
requirements, like placing livestock a mile away from any crops, are an impossible feat
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on a 127-acre farm. “Nature wants to be diversified, not a monoculture. It’s hard to
follow what you think is good for your farm and for your soil and be GAP certified,”
Mefferd says.
“What they teach for small-diversified farms can’t be used for GAP.”
Small-diversified farms rely on different parts of nature, like livestock, crops and
workers, cooperating. On a small-scale farm, one might plant two rows of tomato plants
with alternating sweet pepper and basil plants between. Each plant likes varying degrees
of shade. The tomatoes like the least and they grow the tallest shading the peppers and
basil, which like the shadows. The plants work together to create better growing
environments for each other. Yet with GAP certification you must plant in mono crops,
meaning each crop has to be grown with other crops just like it. GAP has good qualities
like not letting workers go to the bathroom in the fields, but it inhibits small-farmers’
ability to work with nature and still sell at larger
wholesalers and groceries.
Rather than trying to push into markets that
already exist, Mefferd and a few other farmers and
sustainable agriculture enthusiasts created their own
means of selling their crops.
*****
Five miles from One Drop Farm is an
abandoned jail building in Skowhegan, Maine just off
the main street. Up the left side of the building, where
Figure 21: Kyle picks and collects
cucumbers for market.

there used to be graffiti, are tall yellow grain storage
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dispensers with a simple wheat logo decaled on the side. The storage stacks are owned by
the Maine Grain Alliance, a nonprofit group dedicated to connecting with different ways
of using grains. The front of the brick building, where there used to be barbed wire there
are now three painted yellow garage doors, which in the summer open to a patio that is
part of The Pick Up café. The café is a restaurant turned CSA hub that Sarah Garin, a
dairy famer in Skowhegan, thought up and asked Mefferd and others to collectively own.
After some financial planning eight members invested in the café. Each week in the
summer hundreds of grocery bags fill the space and consumers can get their CSA share.
CSA or Community Supported Agriculture is a popular way for small farms to sell their
produce. Consumers buy a share up front and for every period (often every week or two
depending on the farm) the consumer gets a box of miscellaneous vegetables. It’s great
for the farmer because they get the money upfront and the consumer gets the curious task
of figuring out how to cook unusual vegetables like Kohlrabi or garlic scapes.
The Pick Up is repurposing an old building and revitalizing a community. The
relaxed dining area with wooden tables and iron-rod framed chairs is open select days a
week selling pizza and other meals made of ingredients from the farmers who sell farm
shares there. The Pick Up also acts as a wholesale processor and helps streamline farms’
connections with purchasers. Mefferd along with her cohorts are building a place to
cultivate community and to disseminate their products into the community. In
Skowhegan it’s getting easier for both farmers and consumers to connect with each other
and wholesome food.

*****
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It’s 4 p.m. on an early November 2014 afternoon, and it’s already getting dark
outside. Margaret McCollough stands in front of a “Principles of Sustainable Food
Systems” class at the University of Maine in Orono. She gives a lightning presentation, a
short talk with a few slides on The Grange, based on a longer paper she had written.
Formed as a farmers' association organized in 1867, The Grange sponsors social
activities, community service, and political lobbying, much like Ann Mefferd’s Pick-Up
café. It was a community of farmers helping each other out and working to influence
local politics to help their livelihood. Although a national movement, The Grange had it’s
own associations in individual towns. The Grange’s motto “I pay for all,” declares that
the farmer is a central figure on which all of society relies on. They fought for
progressive rights such as women’s suffrage in the early 1900s and helped lobby to create
groups like Cooperative Extension. McCollough argues The Grange is essential for
farmers, like herself, looking for help and community. Although The Grange waned in
popularity since the mid 20th century, it could be refurbished to serve the needs of
farmers in Maine, especially small farmers. At the end of her presentation the class
applauded. As one of three farmers in the class she elicited a smile and encouragement
from the professor, a Cooperative Extension agent.
Later that night she heads to the The Taproom, one of a handful
of microbreweries in town. She works all night serving beer to a few older professors and
students who wear thrift store sweaters and rolled skinny jeans. A bluegrass band
performs while others play darts and eat popcorn. She loves working at The Taproom and
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the breweries commitment to using local ingredients. But during the long, hot days of the
summer a night at the bar seems like another existence.
After this year, it’s the type of night that she won’t have again. She’ll graduate in
May with a degree in Sustainable Agriculture, after which she’ll return to Arundel where
she and her partner Garth Douston started an organic vegetable farm last summer.
Without having a reason to travel back to Orono she can begin farming full time. In the
summer, when you work from sun up to sun down, the possibility of late-nights at The
Taproom fade away. Douston and McCollough named their farm Sweet Thyme Farm.
Douston, a UMaine Sustainable Agriculture grad, finished his degree the year prior.
Douston being done school allowed the two to start their farm a season sooner, while
McCollough finishes her classes.
For the first two months of last fall’s semester McCollough worked the weekday
shifts at The Taproom. On Fridays, she left after her class and headed south 160 miles to
Sweet Thyme Farm in Douston’s parent’s backyard. The two farmers spent the weekends
selling the remainder of their summer produce in the North Berwick and Saco farmers’
markets—living a double life. On the farm during the summer, weekends—at least in the
college capacity—don’t exist. Seven days a week are filled with doing chores, planting,
harvesting, processing and building farm infrastructure like hoop houses. McCollough
and Douston joke about meeting up with friends and not making it past 10 p.m. On the
farm they wake early and pattern their days to the sun.
Their small, diversified vegetable farm in Arundel has two acres committed to the
production of various vegetables like green beans, Napa cabbage, pumpkins and kale.
The remainder of the property is littered with 13 different small structures devoted to
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maple sugaring, growing tomatoes, and raising chickens. One of their hoop houses is an
enchanted forest of heirloom tomatoes, and the other remains a skeleton waiting for the
rest of its parts. Both were acquired by trading. McCollough notes, “We don’t have
money but we have brute strength and ignorance.” Ignorance of the toll hard physical
labor takes on the body.
*****
Three months earlier, at 8 a.m. and the chores are done. It was the type of lateAugust morning that reminds farmers that harvest is near. Douston and McCollough
planned to spend their morning unloading dried garlic from the attic of a barn that
doubles as storage space for Douston’s dad’s construction company.

Figure 22: McCollough gathers dried stalks of garlic.

	
  

48	
  
Inside the barn, McCollough put

her faith in a tattered ladder as she
climbed up into the dusty attic. A single
light bulb dangled from the ceiling,
illuminating this shrine to garlic. The
entire length of the attic is filled with
garlic stalks; hundreds hang from a

Figure 24: McCollough and Douston work together to
quickly empty the attic.

string that is attached, like a clothesline, between barn beams. As McCollough and
Douston began taking down the stalks the air is perfumed with dried soil, the warm garlic
smell of musk and a savory sharp after-scent, that surely creates bad breath. They worked
quickly and quietly, utilizing a non-verbal garlic delivery system. McCollough carried ten
stalks at a time to the ladder opening,
where light shot up into the attic.
Douston’s head appeared at the top of the
ladder, he grabbed the stalks McCollough
was putting at the entrance, and climbed
down. He cradled a stock of stalks in one
Figure 23: The van filled with garlic to be processed.

arm while holding on to the ladder with

his hand. He filled the back of his mom’s red mini van with the garlic to bring back to the
farm to process. The van has two bumper “Coexist” and “Got Maple?” The farmers
worked with a swiftness of youth. After only ten trips up and down the ladder, the attic
was barren and the trunk of the van was filled two-feet high with garlic. After a quick
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check on the tiny house construction, Douston drives the garlic back to the farm to be
processed.
McCollough and Douston, both 22, have more responsibilities than most recent
college graduates. They have a farm in Douston’s parents’ backyard with chickens,
ducks, a hoop house, and plenty of vegetables they planted already growing. As a student,
Douston gained experience as a farm worker at the University of Maine’s Rodger’s Farm,
and McCollough was farm manager at UMaine Greens hoop-house operation, growing
salad mix for the university’s dining facilities. Unlike many Maine farmers who came
before them, the duo gained the practical knowledge for starting a farm from a classroom.
Learning in a formal setting allowed them the comfort of letting their youthful
enthusiasm shine through without fear of failure or making ends meet. They are
pragmatic and know the realities of farming
in Maine, so they barter and trade and
implement one project at a time while
living meagerly. They are finishing
building a tiny house from leftover supplies
this spring. Although 2014 was their first
Figure 26: Douston and McCollough processing garlic.

growing season, Douston and McCollough

have approached their farming with less of the escapism of the
previous generations’ back-to-the-landers that came before
them, and more of an urgent understanding of the impacts of
climate change, water pollution and environmental
Figure 25: Sweet Thyme Farm
garlic.

degradation. They want their lives to have as little of an impact
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as possible, unless that impact is in the positive direction.

******

Throughout each harvest day the Douston’s garage acts as a storage-andprocessing facility, as the two farmers shuffle in and out of the space piling assorted
vegetables in black crates and blue and red tubs, out of the sun. After driving the garlic
back to the farm on that same August morning, it’s 8:30 a.m. and the farmers are back at
the house cleaning garlic stalks. They clip each stalk from the garlic bulb. In the shadow
of the garage, they sit on stools surrounded by stalks. At first, it’s quiet, apart from the
small thuds of garlic bulbs that tumble into the wooden crates as they are snipped. The
farmers haven’t examined their work yet. As they cut they look at the bulbs and each is a
test with a letter at the top, indicating their success. Between snips and thuds McCollough
holds up a bulb the size of a tennis ball and exclaims, “Oh my god look at this one!”
She places the prize atop an overturned crate and challenges her partner to a
competition to find the biggest bulb. They fall back into a rhythmical pattern—but not for
long. Each bulb Douston pulls out
seems larger than the previous one.
They astound McCollough, like a
first-time trick-or-treater.
Their excitement suggests
they’ve never done this before—
which is true: they haven’t. After five
Figure 27: McCollough and Douston sharing excitement about
their garlic harvest.
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crates are filled, McCollough begins to weigh them in the garage as Douston writes down
the weights in a small notepad. He uses his flip-top cellphone to add up totals.
McCollough records 164.6 pounds of garlic to sell at market and to save over the winter
in her notebook. As Douston fumbles to type the last numbers into his phone calculator,
at $12 per pound and 164.6 pounds, he begins to grin. “That’s almost $2,000 worth of
garlic,” he says. Any lack of experience that might separate them from other farmers they
share market space with is erased and they’re lucky to have two markets they could
potentially sell it in. It’s quiet again; there is a moment of excitement and astonishment.
Perhaps they can create a successful farm.
It’s the same sentiment Tyler Yentes felt this season when he had to fill a $1,500
wholesale Thanksgiving order for brussels sprouts and carrots. He didn’t feel nervous or
worry his farm couldn’t handle a request that large. In three-and-a-half days, a crew
harvested 7,000 pounds of cabbage, 2,000 pounds of rutabaga, 5,500 pounds of carrots,
700 pounds of turnips and 400 pounds of celeriac from North Branch. Yentes’ farm’s
plan is different than other small, diversified establishments. Rather than having a
summer CSA, which requires two-to-three harvests per week in addition to weekly
plantings, Yentes’ farm has a winter CSA of storage crops. Winter CSAs are hard to find
in Maine. Out of three well-known farms that offer a storage crop program, North Branch
Farm has the most value for your dollar. A full share costs $390 and feeds at least a
family of four every two weeks for nine deliveries.
They’ve only had five harvest days by the end of September and their first sales
come at The Common Ground Fair later that month. Rather than harvesting multiple days
a week for markets or summer CSAs, North Branch Farm harvests in big increments, full
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day events. The farmers can
collect big quantities at once
because they store the root
vegetables in the basement
of the farmhouse, which
they outfitted as a walk-in
freezer and root cellar.
Because the farm has four

Figure 28: The crew at North Branch farm, Anna Shapley Quinn, Seth
and Tyler Yentes, and Elsie Gawler.

primary operators—Seth,
Tyler, Elsie and Anna—they can diversify their products more than other farms with only
one or two workers. Tyler, age 25, and Elise, age 24, focus on livestock and cheesemaking, while Anna, age 28, and Seth age 29, concentrate on vegetables, produce, and
the fruit tree orchard and nursery which currently has high-bush blueberries in production
along with apple trees not yet mature enough to provide the optimal amount of fruit. The
farmers planted the apple trees first as they take the longest to be profitable. The farm
took a risk by making a long-term investment, which still has yet to pay off. In the
meantime Seth grafts fruit trees in their nursery and sells the saplings to FedCo seeds. It
was a plan they came up with during their first year of farming: spend less time moving
and selling produce in the summer so that they can devote more time to work on growth
projects, like a cheese cave. Elsie was an apprentice to a cheese maker in Vermont last
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year. This spring and summer she’ll
experiment with making hard cheeses
that will be stored in the cheese cave
to age. Tyler isn’t the de facto leader
of the farm but the plan he created
when the farmers first bought the
property is almost exactly as he
thought it would be. He attributes their
success to their plan because it wasn’t
idealistic; it didn’t try to do too much
in a short period of time and
considered the realities of farming in
Maine. The plan has worked so well
that in January he took his first

zFigure 29: Bell and Vinzani gather ingredients and begin
lunch.

vacation since starting the farm in 2009. He travelled to Boston to take a few one-on-one
fiddle lessons and take dance classes in classical, hip-hop and salsa.

*****
Despite the challenges of moving product, building infrastructure, making a farm
financially stable, while keeping yourself mentally and physically stable, the purpose and
virtue of the small diversified farm can be captured in a simple unification of a meal at a
table. Reduced to its simplest form the meal can be constructed of just the farm’s
products being eaten by those who grew them.
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On Tidemill Creamery no one works at lunchtime. It does not matter if the time to

stop occurs 11 a.m. or 3 p.m., when Rachel Bell declares lunch, work is paused. Vanzini,
Bath, Bell, and a bear-sized dog and a small hound gather in the farmhouse kitchen to
cook and eat together. When not on a farm, it’s a rare act that feels nostalgic, even
ritualistic. On the sunny June day in 2014, the yogurt is heating in the cheese vat so the
Tidemill Creamery Crew or “Cream Team” as Bell calls them, break for lunch. Vinzani,
opens up a red cooler she filled with chicken from her own flock and a few onions and
tomatoes to contribute to the meal. Ingredients pile atop the wood counter and look like
raw pieces from an assortment of different puzzles that are perhaps a bit too difficult for
today’s 20-year-old that lacks cooking skills to fit together in a world of prepared, pre-cut
and ready-to-eat foods. There isn’t a single ingredient that is premade. No salad dressing
or store-bought bread. The raw ingredients are a sight that would intimidate most people.
Some studies found that Americans spend less time cooking than any other developed
country, spending only 30 minutes a day in the kitchen. As people have moved away
from cooking or have become accustomed to buying exactly what they need versus
cooking with what’s on hand, or ability to construct a meal from raw ingredients has
become a special skill—one that rarely can be done in half an hour. Bell, Vinzani and
Bath look at the ingredients and without much discussion on what to make dish, begin
cooking—agreeing loosely to make a dish with qunioa and a mix of the vegetables they
have on hand. Like potters with slabs of clay they find forms in the ingredients. The
hound and the bear-like dog Rosie sit eagerly near the edge of the counter, hoping maybe
this time they’ll get a bite. Cooking a full meal takes longer than making a sandwich for
lunch, but in under an hour Bell brings plates to the table.
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She places a quinoa dish and a salad from the kitchen on the table nearby. It’s a

simple dish, but the deep purples and greens in the salad conjure taste without trying. On
top of a bed of coconut quinoa Bell spoons the chicken. A red tomato salsa contrasts with
purple onions and salad greens that are a vibrant emerald because they came out of the
ground only days ago. Amid the steam rising from the warm plates, an argument, with
decidedly more heat, about genetically engineered food breaks out. Nick, an apprentice,
argues that GMOs—with the aid of further research—could provide a potential for farms
to combat disease or climate change. Nick is a math teacher who will return to New
Hampshire in the fall to continue teaching. He came to Tidemill to put himself out of his
comfort zone in an attempt to understand how his students feel learning something new.
Coming from a perspective outside of agriculture he often has different views than the
working farmers. Vinzani, who has worked on farms most of her life, is astounded and
offended. She leaves the kitchen speechless and takes a walk around the farm. Bell stays
mostly quiet, only repeating a small phrase like a mantra: “Preservation of cultural
diversity.” It’s hard to spot the line between political opinions and personal identity when
issues like genetic engineering could disrupt your farm with a simple gust of wind strong
enough to carry a GE seed you don’t have a license to grow into your crops.
Farmers live the choices made by politicians every day when relaxed rules on
genetically engineered seed planting and lack of time-proven research have the ability to
influence your farming decision to not use GE seed. Farmers’ statements become less of
an opinion and more of a lifestyle choice—the argument becomes personal without ever
having that intention. For Bell, it’s hard to see other farmers at markets sell “natural”
pork or dairy products at the same price as her organic products. A lack of food education
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often leaves consumers unable to tell the difference, or even care. But Bell cares. She
doesn’t want GE seed in her goat feed. So she spends twice as much on organic fodder.
Bell tries to educate as many people as she can and remain optimistic. She’s not bitter.
She likes her Kefir with maple syrup; she’s a realist and would give up the farm if she
were no longer able to appreciate small moments and the people she loves, even if
financially it won’t sustain the farm. But when it comes to farming, organic philosophy
and personal morals, she doesn’t falter—they’re usually the same thing. The farmers
always eats lunch together.

*****

In Arundel, Maine later on that
August day with $2,000 worth of garlic,
Garth Douston shouted over a row of basil,
“Oh wow, holy shit that’s nice.”
Margaret McCollough headed over
rows of different varieties of tomatoes to try

Figure 31: Douston carries tomatoes to a collection
bucket.

the Sungold Cherry Tomato Douston yelled about. The rows of
tomatoes act like fencerows spanning the entire middle length
of the crops, which are situated in the large back yard
surrounded by trees. The farm is on an off-shoot of the busy
Alfred Street in Arundel and the traffic is still audible in the

Figure 30: Sun Gold Cherry
Tomatoes from Sweet Thyme
Farm.
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fields. This season, not all their tomatoes were as successful; some had a calcium
deficiency according to Douston, who seemed like a vegetable encyclopedia of sorts as
he sipped on an orange Scapps Seltzer. They experimented with determinate and
indeterminate tomatoes. The indeterminate varieties, Douston explained, were knocking
over the vine and fence; they grow a few tomatoes at a time and need more infrastructure.
Determinants grow all at once, producing a bounty over the course of a few days.
Farmers choose which types of tomatoes they want based on when they want them and
how many at a time.
The rapid growth rate of determinate tomato plants is comparable to the explosion
of young farmers flocking to Maine. Between 2007 and 2012, Maine gained 154 new
farmers under the age of 35, marking a 38 percent increase. During this same time period,
the national number of young farmers only increased one percent.
After bringing the tomatoes they harvested to the garage, McCollough and
Douston harvest cucumbers. With the green beans they already harvested, they lug the
plastic bins across the manicured lawn and even driveway in the back of the Douston’s
yard. They add the harvest to the growing stacks of vegetables in plastic crates, tubs and
wooden boxes in the garage, with the garlic in the center. McCollough sets aside green
beans to be donated to the food pantry while Douston takes the leftover and older beans
to feed the ducks. He throws them over the electric-wired pen and the ducks move around
their miniature covered hoophouse and blue pool to eye the beans warily. It’s a comical
scene, and McCollough pauses her sorting for a moment and joins Douston to watch.
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One duck departs from

the flock and jumps in the blue
kiddy pool of stagnant but
clean water left for them. The
duck flaps around and spreads
its wings in the water, letting
out a few quasi-quacks. “That’s

Figure 32: McCollough organizes the harvest from the day.

joy,” McCollough says to no
one, breaking the trance.
“Is that joy?” she coos to the swimming duck as it continues to paddle around the
water.
Douston calls McCollough the chicken whisperer and she takes pride in the title.
Often the chickens and the ducks, including this one, will show up as her Facebook
profile pictures.
After 10 silent minutes of happily watching the ducks flap and quack, swim and
eat, McCollough and Douston go inside Douston’s family’s house to make dinner. The
two farmers create a miso soup prepared with their first pumpkin of the season. The
dinner is for a MOFGA-sponsored new farmer workshop that night.
The MOFGA workshop took place down the road from their farm at permaculture
farm named Frinckelpod. The event was held in conjunction with a post-workshop
potluck at a homestead called Neverdun, a little further down the road still. That night,
farmers from the surrounding area gather at Frinklepod to listen to Noah Wentworth
speak about his and his partner Flora Brown’s permaculture farm. Permaculture is an
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agricultural ecosystem that is intended to mimic ecosystems to make self-sufficient and
sustainable farms. Behind a presentation board, the part of the farm in production
stretches out lining the road. Flowers line the front of the crops closest to McCollough
and Douston in river-like patterns rather than straight rows. On Frinklepod each part of
the farm—from the soil, to the farm workers, to the birds, annual and perennial crops—
relies on the others in accordance with permaculture practices. Wentworth calls these
different parts of nature working together, “principles of cyclic opportunity.”
As the 7 p.m. sun begins falling behind the trees, Wentworth explains: “The more
cycles you have, the more yields.” Much like a classroom, with desks replaced by picnic
tables, Wentworth outlines the farm’s principles of cooperation—working with nature,
not against it. Instead of pumping water to the field of crops Frinklepod placed the crops
closest to where the most ground water was. Rather than fighting nature, as agriculture
has for many years with pesticides and insecticides, the farm chooses crops and species
based on what works best for their land.
After the MOFGA workshop concludes, the 20 attendees walk down the road to
Neverdun, where there is another discussion about cooperative farming. McCollough and
Douston are there, and they spot some familiar farmer-friends. After hellos and small
talk, the group sits in a circle of Adirondack and fold-up chairs that surround a fire pit.
People fill their plates with different potluck dishes, pasta or risotto all with different
mixtures of vegetables like kale and tomatoes. McCollough finds physical transitions
hard and after spending a summer alone in Arundel with only Douston to talk to, she will
return to school in a few weeks, and be away from the farm and Douston. She’ll spend
more time indoors, in classrooms, and soon the snow will fall. They will assess their
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environmental experiment, their educations and their stamina, deciding if farming is
something they can sustain for years to come.
The sun this night is golden and falls horizontally across their faces. The pond
behind them is still. But the farmers are not. They laugh and eat and share stories from
the summer passed. They’ve grown most of this food they’re eating. They’ve come
together as members of an agricultural community, and they are as engaged with
innovative ideas about their food, as The Grange McCollough argued to save in her class
presentation.
They have come to the table both literally for this night’s meal and figuratively as
stakeholders in the future of this state’s farming. The owners of Neverdun, Marilyn and
Stacy Wentworth show their guests around the farm’s extensive mandala garden. The
grass shows the first signs of evening dew, and the air cools as the sun begins to nest
itself between pine tree trunks. People swat mosquitoes and begin to yawn. It’s only 8
p.m., but the farmers begin to wane. Some have permanent dark circles under their eyes.
The yawning has become contagious, as another farmer, squeezing himself to keep warm,
pulls a hand loose to cover his mouth. Night announces itself suddenly, and at once the
garden is dark. A woman with tan skin and sun-bleached hair hidden beneath a straw hat
gazes into unknown. She is transfixed by nothing in particular, but is simultaneously
taken by this moment, by this place—Maine—its history and its future stitched together
like seed-rows seams. Minutes pass and she continues to stare into the dark. What is she
thinking? The autumn harvest is approaching, followed by plans for spring planting; the
cycle ongoing. For this woman, for these farmers, one thought is ever-present: What’s
next?
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